EDITOR'S PREFACE
has so many facets, that it is difficult to pitch on any as being its outstanding mirror though each age will have certain peculiarities not shared by the others But these peculiarities are often merely the surface of fashion, accidental rather than essential, and until we know something of the age, we cannot tell which peculiarity, when explained, can have any significance for us
Yet, if it is dangerous to regard literature as the looking-glass of its time, every age has certain problems which seem to it to be of major urgency In the Shakespearian age it was to incorporate the "new learning" into life, later m the seventeenth century, the politico-religious issue was the important one, the eighteenth century, again, was lured by a vision of civilised man That is to say that each age has its philosophy, its scale of values But philosophy, which to some extent conditions literature, is itself conditioned, partly by the way people live, and partly by the influx of thought from foreign countries, though it is as well to remember that such thought will only penetrate or take root m a country already prepared for it Therefore, the way people live, their social and political grouping, their economic formation, to some extent determine the way they write Much has lately been made of the influence of economics, too much, for Marx cannot account for Milton, and it is as easy to argue that the economic development of the eighteenth century was due to the idea of the universe as defined by Newton as that "Dutch finance", commercialism, and the expansion of trade, gives a clue to the philosophy of history which runs through Gibbon's Decline and Fall Yet economics have an effect on literature; we can see it to some extent in Piers Plowman, and without the rise of the midle classes at the end of the seventeenth century we could not have had Defoe, Steele, or Addison, the polite essayist could not have come into being, quite apart from whether or not he preached the bourgeois virtues
The influence of foreign thought is a subject that has loomed too large, perhaps, in most histories of literature, mainly because literature has on the whole been treated as separate from life The influence of something on somebody has been a favourite subject for theses, and the answers have
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